IV

THE SUEZ CANAL

TURKEY was in a position to strike at the Allies in
two directions: by blocking the Dardanelles, and by
attacking the Suez Canal. Her successful accomplish-
ment of the first operation was responsible for pro-
longing the War for years. Had she been equally
fortunate in the second, a heavy blow would have been
dealt to Allied communications. In the succeeding
pages reference frequently will be made to the Suez
Canal, and since knowledge of this maritime waterway
is confined usually to the fact that de Lesseps was its
creator, and that Great Britain now is the largest
individual shareholder of the operating company, it is
possible that a brief account of the early history of
the Canal will not be uninteresting to the general
reader. The enterprise is an extraordinary story:
an epic which portrays on the one hand unflinching
resolution in the face of physical and financial difficulty,
and on the other obstinate blindness to the capacity
of human energy and to the needs of posterity.
Not the least astonishing point in the history of
Ferdinand de Lesseps is that he began the execution
of the project at a period of life when his contem-
poraries were cultivating cabbages and roses. Having
spent his best years in diplomacy, he had abandoned
that career in a fit ^ pique, and was living in retire-
ment when circumstances allowed his cherished dream
of connecting the Mediterranean and Red Seas by
a canal to assume practical shape. The conception of
cutting through the Isthmus of Suez had long been
present in his mind. Tradition, indeed, reports that